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In El Salvador, the office of human rights ombud went without a director for three months before
the legislature agreed on a suitable candidate. The new director must now deal with a backlog of 40
complaints of abuse, some of them directed against himself. In Panama, the human rights defender
has been in office for a year but has yet to find out what authority he has to ferret out official abuses.
In both countries, the political systems have not yet settled how much authority they are willing to
share with government human rights defenders.

Salvadoran legislature appoints weak candidate
The appointment of a director to head El Salvador's human rights office (Procuraduria para
la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos, PDDH) was delayed by political considerations in the
Legislative Assembly from April to July (see NotiCen, 06/18/98). In early July, the Assembly finally
agreed on Eduardo Penate to replace the outgoing Victoria Marina Velasquez de Aviles. The
congressional committee reviewing candidates considered 30 names but could not agree on a
nominee during more than three months of meetings because every political party had its own
candidate.
The selection of Penate, a relative unknown with no record in defending human rights, appears
to have been a compromise solution between the majority block controlled by the governing
Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) and the chief opposition party Farabundo Marti para la
Liberacion Nacional (FMLN).
FMLN deputy Ileana Rogel said that, when the vote came up on Penate, the 77 of 84 deputies
who voted for him were motivated more by politics and expediency than by the candidate's
record. She admitted that her party supported Penate despite sloppy investigation of his past. The
political parties were anxious to end the stalemate that was destroying the PDDH, she said. But
the appointment of what one observer called "an eminent nobody" resulted in renewed criticism
of the Assembly and increased the likelihood that the PDDH will be further weakened under the
leadership of the controversial director.
Benjamin Cuellar, director of the Instituto de Derechos Humanos at the Universidad
Centroamericana (UCA), called the appointment "one of blackest in the history of the nation." He
added that the deputies who supported Penate knew about his record before they voted. The Prensa
Grafica printed a sarcastic help-wanted ad that read, "Prosecutor wanted. Adult. Some experience
in human rights. Must be acceptable to and in sympathy with the political parties of the Assembly
(indispensable requirement)."
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Human rights advocates vigorously protested the appointment, noting that Penate's human rights
record as magistrate in the eastern city of San Miguel and elsewhere was deficient. According
to newspaper accounts, the human rights office that Penate was nominated to head reported
in 1997 that Penate had violated the civil rights of seven people when he was magistrate. In a
recommendation to Penate, the PDDH asked him "to adopt necessary measures to guarantee
speedy and complete justice, without unnecessary delay, so as not to infringe on the fundamental
rights of citizens."
In addition, the Supreme Court received three complaints against Penate for denial of due process,
and nine other cases of alleged abuses are still pending in the human rights office. From time to time
during his juridical career, Penate received performance ratings of "not satisfactory" or "bad." On
other occasions he was sanctioned for various judicial infractions. Penate went on national television
to deny the charges. He said groups interested in blocking his appointment were violating the "right
to my image." He said he had been duly appointed through a bipartisan vote despite his past errors.

Assembly cancels investigation of human rights director
A week after the appointment, the Assembly prepared to investigate the charges. Under the barrage
of attacks, ARENA Deputy Rene Flores admitted that the investigation of Penate's record had not
been thorough and that the ARENA delegation was prepared to reconsider its vote. President
Armando Calderon Sol said criticisms of the appointment were political, and he continued to
support Penate, though he also supported sending the accusations against Penate to the Assembly.
Under the Constitution, the appointment could be reviewed after Penate has been on the job
for 30 days. However, reconsideration of Penate's appointment will not take place. On July 22,
the congressional committee that was supposed to review the accusations against him voted to
cancel the investigation and invited Penate to use the committee as a forum to answer his critics.
Consequently, when the issue came to the floor of the Assembly, an ARENA-led majority voted
to ratify Penate's appointment without further review of his record. Several deputies blamed the
FMLN for having supported the original appointment. Gerardo Suvillaga of ARENA said, "If it
were not for the FMLN votes, none of this would have happened, nor would we be having this
discussion."

Human rights director in Panama mired in controversy
Ever since his appointment in July 1997, human rights ombudsman Italo Antinori has been locked
in political struggles with the administration and particularly with Attorney General Jose Sossa.
Antinori's office has been hampered by a lack of independent authority, independent control over
its own budget, and by jurisdictional rivalries with Sossa and other officials (see NotiCen, 03/12/98).
After the Supreme Court stripped the office of some of its essential powers, Antinori persuaded
President Ernesto Perez Balladares in April to send a bill to the Assembly raising the office to
constitutional status and restoring some of the authority of the office, primarily by giving it power to
investigate the behavior of public officials. Antinori then moved to ask for Sossa's arrest on various
charges including nepotism and abuse of authority, while Sossa countered with a slander suit
against Antinori. Antinori has also brought charges against a variety of public and private entities.
In June, he called for the temporary closure of a mine in Veraguas province, alleging it was causing
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environmental damage and health problems for nearby residents. He faulted Commerce Minister
Raul Hernandez and other government officials for permitting the conditions to go uncorrected.
Alluding to contamination from cyanide, he said, "This is unheard of, criminal, and reprehensible.
To mine gold we are going to risk the lives of humble Panamanians who need the protection of
society." He also faulted the traffic department in Veraguas province for corrupt practices in issuing
taxi licenses, accused powerful governing Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) Deputy
Gerardo Gonzalez of impropriety in allowing his brother to obtain a taxi license, and called the
Perez Balladares' administration a "civil dictatorship" for blocking his attempt to check on the
condition of prison inmates. At that point, Perez Balladares criticized Antinori's zeal and advised
him that he was not authorized to bring charges against anyone. Antinori's actions have led him "to
create situations and problems where they do not exist," said the president. Perez Balladares and
other PRD leaders have also started a campaign accusing Antinori of using his office to advance a
political career.

Ombud takes on powerful leader of governing party
In the latest round of struggles regarding how much authority the human rights office has, Antinori
is under pressure in the Legislative Assembly, where Gonzalez, who is president of the body
and head of the governing party, ordered him in July to resubmit PDDH's internal regulations
for legislative review. Antinori refused, but Gonzalez argued that since the regulations were first
reviewed in 1997, the Supreme Court struck down parts of the law setting up the office, so new
regulations had to be approved. As a result, Antinori is operating illegally, said Gonzalez. Antinori
saw the request as political harassment, and Gonzalez saw Antinori's handling of human rights
issues as political posturing.
Instead of attacking public officials, Antinori should be "carrying out the work of conciliation and
the search for peace," said Gonzalez. Potentially, Antinori's most explosive move to date may be his
announcement in July that he has new evidence against Gonzalez's son, Pedro Miguel Gonzalez.
The younger Gonzalez was tried and exonerated in 1997 for the murder of Zak Hernandez, a US
soldier stationed in Panama (see NotiCen, 11/13/97). The case has strained relations with the US
and become part of the political mix in the lengthy negotiations between Panama and the US on the
establishment of a multinational anti-narcotics center in Panama (see NotiCen, 07/09/98). [Sources:
La Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 06/19/98; Spanish news service EFE, 07/04/98; El Panama America,
04/04/98, 04/05/98, 04/26/98, 06/18/98, 06/27/98, 07/03/98, 07/09/98; El Diario de Hoy (El Salvador),
06/19/98, 06/27/98, 07/01/98, 07/20/98, 07/23/98, 07/31/98; Notimex, 05/11/98, 06/19/98, 07/02/98,
07/05/98, 07/09/98, 07/10/98, 08/03/98]
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